
The Sourdough Bakeoff

A Feel-Good Mystery About Hope, Humor, and Bending the Rules

A Sally the Loner Mysterious Misadventure—Book 6

by Alexie Linn

Published by MA Deeter Company[image: ]

THIS IS A WORK OF FICTION. Any resemblance to actual events or people is purely accidental.

Copyright ©2023, Updated ©2026 by Alexie Linn

All rights reserved

Author photo by Frederick Eschbach

Cover art by ChatGPT and me. Thank you.

This book is dedicated to the adventuresome cooks of the world who never cease to amaze and please... In spite of the mysterious misadventures that are determined to thwart us.

Don’t stop!
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Prologue
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Bobby is the Sourdough Kid. He’s 12-years-old, going on 32. Sally is the 87-year-old spunky grandma who became his ‘Gram’ by choice in book one. 

Bobby was home-schooled and is highly motivated. He has graduated and has his high school diploma to prove it.

But college will have to wait. Here’s why.

Bobby’s dad went to work one day but hasn’t returned home. For a month now. 

Then his mother collided with a run-away boulder when his real-life grandma passed. His mother, Natalie, is critically hurt. She needs round the clock care to rehabilitate. 

So far, Bobby has remained invisible to the child protective services. He and his mother want to keep it that way. 

Bobby sees the Sourdough Bakeoff Contest as the answer to his prayers. A win will keep his mother on the road to recovery and them off the welfare rolls. The cash prize is huge. And he will walk away with a turn-key franchise to his own Sourdough Flour Company Bake Shop.

It's a win-win. With one exception. The rules state contestants must be 18-years-old to participate in the bakeoff. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1 – You Want What?
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Sally plunked under the old ironwood tree to tap out a reply to Bobby. Positive she had misunderstood his dits and dahs. Tapping ‘Repeat’ on her Morse Code phone app, she watched a passel of quail squawk in to the wildlife picnic ground. They scratched out their fill of seeds and cackled off to the next diner. 

The message came through again. “Will you enter the Sourdough Bakeoff with me?”

She tapped back ‘Call me’. She retrieved her coffee to wash down the sourdough snacks Bobby had left for her. Sampling the chewy crackers, she waited for Bobby to call.

Sally tossed the ball back to Bobby because she didn’t want to disturb Natalie. Natalie is Bobby’s recuperating mother. Under Bobby’s caregiving direction, she was mending by leaps and bounds. But she needs her rest. And Sally needs time to process his request in case it’s not a misunderstanding. 

Enter a bakeoff with him? Has he flipped his noggin? The phone rang. Caller ID read ‘Bobby’.

“Yes, Bobby, maboy. Tell me in words what you’re talking about.”

“Gram! It’s perfect! If I can win this bakeoff I’ll be set. The cash can pay the bills. My own shop will set me up in business.”

“Wait! Bobby! You’re 12-years-old! Granted you’re an amazing kid. But you are a kid. You should be playing ball and learning about life. Aren’t there age limitations?”

“Sure. That’s why I called you. You can be the contestant. Each contestant can have a helper. I can be your helper.”

“What about your mom? Who will care for her while we’re defrauding the sponsors?”

“I have that handled with my neighbor, the student therapist. She thinks it’s a great plan and will help out as I need her.

Please say you’ll do it, Gram! Mom says she’ll go along if you will.”

“Okay, Bobby. I’ll think about it. When is it? Where is it? What would I have to do? Email me the paperwork and what you’ll need me to do.”

“Yes, ma’am! Check your email in about an hour. I’ll put together a timetable, a schedule, and a duty roster.

Oh, Gram... this means so much! Thank you! Thank you!”

“Hold on, boy! I haven’t said I’d do it yet. I said I’d think about it. I’m no spring chicken, you know.”

“Yes, yes. I know. But we can do this, Gram. Winning this will keep me and my mom together and off the welfare rolls.”

Sally’s heart sank. Bobby has the contest entered and won before she has even said she’d be his partner in crime. Yes. Crime. But is it?”
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Chapter 2 – The Plan
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Bobby’s plan packet was waiting for her when she finished up in the garden and went in for lunch.

She studied it. Scrutinizing the rules, regulations, and application.

She made a list of what Bobby had to be made aware of. But nowhere did it say role reversal was a no-no. 

The sponsors were concerned with:

	Using their products in the recipes

	Recipes had to belong to the contestants

	Recipes will become the property of the Sourdough Baking Company

	Contestants will provide their own sourdough culture.


And that contestants must be 18 years or older. It didn’t say 87-year-old grannys could not be a contestant. Or that a helper had to be more than 12-years-old.

It also said that recipes will be judged on several criteria, including but not limited to:

	Suitability for the mass market

	Ease of preparation with limited equipment

	Commonality of ingredients

	Shelf-life factors


Examining the timetable that Bobby included, Sally scratched her head. The scamp had their future planned to the minute over the 3-day event.

Sally’s part is to be the transportation, assistant, and the face. Wrinkles and all.

The contestants will prepare from scratch:

	1 bread

	1 snack

	1 desert

	1 brunch

	1 meal – a one-pot wonder

	1 breakfast


The purpose of the contest is to bring awareness to sourdough as a healthy food beyond a loaf of bread. And, of course, to highlight their exceptional products for use in sourdough.

The company intends to open a string of sourdough one-stop meal shops. They will offer freshly made bakery items and grab-and-go microwave meals.

The shops will be both company stores and franchised. 

The Grand Prize Winner will win substantial cash as well as their own franchise. 

Second place will win less cash. But also a sourdough artist contract for the company. A Sourdough Flour Company mobile unit for special events is a possibility.

Third place will win flour and bakery products for life.

“I’d take third place.” Sally said to the room. “But I’m not Bobby with the world on my shoulders at the moment.”

The entrance deadline is tomorrow. The event is in two weeks.

Sally texted Bobby. ‘Call when you can.’

Her phone rang within 2 minutes.

“Will you do it, Gram?”

“Just a couple of things, Bobby. Win or lose, they will own whatever recipes you use. Are you okay with that?”

“Yes.”

“And have you ever used their products? I’m not familiar with the brand.”

“I found some here in town. It’s good stuff.”

“And what about Charlie? They’re not going to let dogs into the kitchen, I’m sure.”

“Charlie will sit this one out with Mom. Charlie loves her, too. And we’ll be home every night.”

“Well, okay then. I’ll do it. Who’s doing the entry paperwork?”

“You should, Gram. I don’t know all your information.”

“Alright. I’ll file for entry today. And use your email as a backup. I’ll forward anything I get from them to you. You do the same to me. That way we shouldn’t miss anything important... like when to be where.”

“Yahoo! I knew you’d help. Bye Gram.”

Sally filled out and sent in the contestant entry form. She got a receipt notice back and forwarded it to Bobby.

Then she gulped, fearing what she’d gotten herself into. Wrinkles and all.
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Chapter 3 – Day One
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The event was being held at the high school. Sally and Bobby arrived and followed the signs to the designated battleground.

The miniature kitchens were awesome. 

Each tiny kitchen was set with everything a baker needs. Including kneading machines; a company product, of course. Sally remembered making Harvard beets and tiny cakes in Jr. high school. It was fun. 

But the beets were as awful in the tiny kitchen at school as they were at home. The dog didn’t like them, either. 

Beets were the one vegetable that she and Daddy had a standoff over. Then she remembered oyster stew and her stomach churned. Mama would let her and her sister eat before Daddy came home so Sally wouldn’t gag at the table.

Sally shivered at the thought and welcomed the interruption by the hostess.

“Welcome contestants! We’re so glad you’re here! 

I’m Adeline, your hostess. Seated at the table next to me are your judges.” She splayed her arm toward the four people seated at the long table.

“They are representatives of the Sourdough Flour Company; the sponsors of this competition.

It’s more important that you know their purpose. Not their names and titles at this stage of the competition.

Their purpose is to select the cream of the crop for the food. And quality associates to bring in to the Sourdough Flour Company family. They will be testing your food for taste and presentation. They will be observing you for efficiency, technique, and customer service skills.”

Adeline smiled at the group of candidates while they absorbed what she’d said. She picked up a clipboard from the table. And repositioned herself in front and center of the table, shielding the judges.

“You’ll see that the kitchen stations are numbered. Beginning at station one, please occupy your station as I read your names. Tell us why you entered this contest and what you can bring to the company.

Station One: Sally and helper Bobby.”

Sally and Bobby stepped into the miniature kitchen labeled with a giant ‘1’.

Sally smiled at the hostess. “I’m Sally, in case you didn’t guess.” She laid her arm across Bobby’s shoulders. “And this is Bobby, my grandson by choice.

We entered this competition because Bobby is known as ‘The Sourdough Kid’. He loves to conjure up new uses for sourdough... and to share his creations.” She smiled at Bobby. “And to eat anything sourdough.

We bring skill, deliciousness, willingness, and happy goodness to the Sourdough Flour Company.” She looked at him.

“Do you have anything to add, Bobby?”

Bobby’s face flashed red. He shook his head. “No ma’am. You said it all.”

Adeline smiled. “Very good. Good luck.” She checked her clipboard. 

“At Station Number 2 we have Dot and Dawn.” She looked up from her sheet. And watched two blue-haired look-alike grannies enter the kitchenette. “Tell us about yourselves.”

Dot was the speaker. She was dressed to work in a kitchen. Dawn, on the other hand, was dressed to the nines, including high heels, and bejeweled to the hilt. She tapped and jangled when she walked. “I’m the speaker of this house. My sister Dawn,” she splayed her arm toward the look-alike, “is the front of the house CSR of our team. 

We entered the contest because I have been the chief baker in our house from the beginning of time for us. Dawn says I can make sourdough dance the ballet with a twist of the wrist.

The Sourdough Flour Company will gain a tasty sourdough repertoire a mile long. And,” Dawn struck a pose, “class when we win this competition.” Dot smiled and bowed.

Adeline returned the bow. “Excellent.

And in Station Number 3, we have,” She looked at her list. “Manny.” She looked around the room, smiling. “Manny, where are you?

Oh! Good. There you are. Please claim your station and tell us about yourself.”

Manny is the short guy in the room. He’s stocky, but not fat. He has a shock of wavy black hair. He smiled and nodded respectfully at Adeline.

“I am a new citizen to this country from El Salvador. I grew up learning about and working with sourdough. I have been both mother and father to my children for tres...” his face turned red. “So sorry... I still stumble on the English.” He stood as tall and proud as he could. “I have been both mother and father to my children for three years now. 

I entered this contest to share my recipes, to learn more, and to make life better for us all. 

I will bring to this company my skills, my happy heart, and my recipes with a Latino flavor.”

Adeline nodded and smiled. “Thank you, Manny. Good luck to you.

At Station 4 we have Daphne.” She looked up from her clipboard. “Daphne, please take your kitchen. Tell us why you entered the contest and what you will bring to the company.”

Daphne is a tall, nervous mouse. She wears her long, brown hair in a tight bun. Her house dress is clean, but wearing thin in spots.

She spoke just above a whisper. Her voice wobbled.

“I entered this contest because I’m a recent resident to the area and a single mom. I need a career. 

I’ve been a homemaker all my life. I’ve been baking all our own bread from our own wheat since I was a child. Sourdough is my yeast. My starter has been in our family and handed down since forever. So are my recipes that I’ve put my own spin on.

I will bring experience and innovation to your company.” She shrunk back into her booth.

Adeline nodded. “Okay, Daphne. You’ll get to show us your stuff.”

She looked at her clipboard. “Now we have, in Station 5, Chuck and Andy. Step in, fellas, and tell us your story.”

Both Chuck and Andy were tall and boisterous. But Andy stayed in the background. Chuck was a speak out loud guy.

He smiled broadly and chuckled. “I’m Chuck, the talker and helper of this team. 

We entered this contest as a lark. Because Andy’s sourdough concoctions have been our go-to mainstay for every game day. He has recipes that will knock your socks off.

We will bring game day winners and ‘the guys’ to your company.”

Adeline waited for more. It did not come. “Okay, then, Chuck and Andy. Let’s see what you can do.

And, finally, at Station 6, it must be Francois’?”

“That’s Franswa, madam.” The man was big and boisterous. He wore kitchen whites, including the apron and chef’s hat. A very tall chef’s hat.

“I am French. I learned from the best. And I am the best. 

I entered your contest to share my expertise. And to give your company the best of all sourdough products.

I bring experience and elegance to the Sourdough Flour Company.” His pronunciation of the Sourdough Flour Company sounded like Pepe’ Le Pew from Sally’s cartoon days. She couldn’t understand a word. He even flourished it with the two fingers on the thumb wave. 

Adeline turned the page on her clipboard. “That does it for introductions. Let’s get this competition started.” She snagged a stack of papers and talked while she walked to each kitchen, handing a sheet of paper to each entrant.

“Here is your Day One Program. Read it through. You have one minute to ask questions. There’s a pantry of The Sourdough Flour Company’s products at the rear of this classroom. Look there if you don’t find what you need in your kitchenette. 

It’s okay if you brought tools and supplies with you. Use them only if that item is not offered by our company.” 

She returned to her podium and asked, “Do you have any questions?”

Bobby raised his hand. “How will we know how much sourdough to set for tomorrow?”

Adeline nodded. “An excellent question, Bobby. You’re on your toes. I’ll pass out tomorrow’s Program while the judges examine your second session bake today. You’ll have time to prep for tomorrow.

Okay?”

Bobby nodded. “Yes, ma’am. Thank you.”

“Good. Let’s get to baking!”
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Chapter 4 – Day One Again
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Bobby chuckled. “This is weird, Gram. But we can do this. You get everything set like you’re the baker. I’ll hand you correct ingredients and take over with the heavy stuff, like kneading. But I think we have to use their machine, too.” He swept the machine off. “I’ll figure it out. I know what the dough is supposed to look and feel like.

You can rewrite the recipes on their forms while I do that. Be sure it looks like you’re instructing me.” 

He read the day one instructions.

“We have to do two recipes today with a break in between after the judges taste and choose.” Bobby handed Sally a stack of ID numbered recipe cards. “Keep these where only we can access them.”

Sally stuck the recipe cards in her self-defense fanny pack. Glad she remembered to put it on, and chuckled, “That ought to keep them safe.” 

He smiled at her. “You set, Gram? First, we make a breakfast bread. And it has to be ready to eat by noon.”

“All set! Let’s get to it!”

Bobby fished out his recipe card for ‘Sourdough English Muffin Bread’. “I don’t know how it’s going to be cool enough to eat by noon. I hope yeast is one of their products.”

Bobby inventoried the supply shelves. “Yes! Yeast is in the fridge.

I brought a big container of starter. We’ll have enough ready to go for today’s bake. Then
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